INTRODUCTION

Key Points
• Throughout most of television's history portrayals of gay people were rare. However, since the mid-1990s there has been a dramatic increase in gay representations on U.S. television.
• In a media culture, representation on television is crucial to a group's sense of identity and legitimacy. Young gay people can now see evidence on their television screens that they are not alone.
• This is important because popular culture in general, and television in particular, is such an important part of American life. In the U.S., and other media saturated cultures, when a group of people are absent from television portrayals it is as if they don't exist.
• Even misleading or stereotypical representations are thus crucial, just due to their very existence.
Discussion Questions
1. What do you think accounts for the rise in gay characters on television since the mid1990s? Why do you think there were so few portrayals of gay people prior to this?
2. Do you agree with the statement that if you are not on television you don't exist? Why or why not? Can you think of any other examples that support or refute this statement?
3. Are stereotypical representations better than no representation at all? Why or why not?
4. Do you agree that it is important for young gay people to be able to see gay characters on television? Why might this be important?
Assignments
1. In groups of four or five make a list of your favorite television programs. In your groups consider the following questions: How many of the programs that you listed include gay characters? How are those characters represented?
2. Read "Where We Are on TV," a study by the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD). This report is online at http://www.glaad.org/eye/ontv/06-07/overview.php. According to this study, in the 2006-2007 television season gay characters represented less than 2% of all broadcast network primetime roles. The report notes:
Out of a total 679 series regular lead or supporting characters, GLAAD counts only nine (9) gay or lesbian characters -1.3% -appearing on eight (8) different scripted network programs. There are an additional five (5) semi-regular recurring characters announced for this year. There are currently no bisexual or transgender representations on the broadcast networks.
After reading the report, take part in a class discussion on what the conclusions suggest about claims that television has embraced alternative lifestyles.
3. As a follow-up to the previous exercise, research the difference between broadcast and premium cable television. Write a short report that responds to the following questions: How is broadcast television funded? How is premium cable television funded? How might funding differences affect programming content? Using examples from the current television season, consider specifically the question of how broadcast and premium cable television networks differ in terms of both the frequency and nature of gay characterizations.
GOING MAINSTREAM: NETWORK NARRATIVES
Key Points
• Until the mid-1990s, audiences almost never saw gay lead characters on network television. Minor gay characters did appear from time to time, but usually only as shortlived plot devices slated to be eliminated as soon as their usefulness to a particular storyline was finished.
• When Ellen Degeneres came out in 1997, both in her personal life and as a popular television situation comedy character, this opened the door for more gay representations on network television.
• The Ellen Show was cancelled shortly after her revelation, but a subsequent comedy featuring lead gay characters, Will and Grace, was easier for mainstream audiences to embrace and ended up being a popular, long-running success.
• Will and Grace may be more acceptable to mainstream audiences because the primary relationship on the show is between a man and a woman. Viewers can also derive pleasure from the antics of the character Jack, who embodies a long history of media stereotypes of the flamboyant gay man. Meanwhile, mainstream viewers may not get that the ostensibly straight character Karen is also framed as queer through her campy style and sexually non-conformist attitudes. Together, these four characters fit into a long tradition of family-oriented sitcoms-albeit, in this case, a queer family.
• What may be most significant about Will and Grace is just the simple fact of its existence as a successful network program featuring gay lead characters. Beyond this it did little to push the boundaries of acceptability and instead played it safe-avoiding depictions of gay sex or a larger gay community.
• The sitcoms Ellen and Will and Grace paved the way for the networks to begin introducing gay characters into their dramatic programming.
• Dramas often featured stories about gay people struggling with their sexuality, as Dawson's Creek did with a classic coming out saga. These sorts of narratives depict the process of coming out as one that is filled with angst and despair.
• Yet, while gay viewers in earlier decades were forced to look for a gay subtext in programs like Star Trek, Batman, Xena, Cagney and Lacey, and many more, now network television offers explicitly gay characters that gay audience members can identify with. Some programs, like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, have developed gay characters not just as auxiliary plot devices but as integral to the overall narrative.
• Other programs, like The O.C., however, have used gay characters only for particular story arcs to draw more viewers during the "sweeps weeks" when program ratings are crucial. Programs looking to enhance their ratings through controversy have introduced gay characters, usually attractive young women experimenting with lesbianism, as a way to titillate the audience. In these sorts of storylines, queerness is presented as a phase, or a fashion statement and a mark of "hipness."
• The key element in these shows is often the lesbian kiss. It is rare, however, to see gay men kiss on television. The representation of two (or more) women kissing is a standard element in straight pornography designed to arouse male viewers.
• Kissing on television is a metaphor for sex-we are meant to assume what comes after the kiss. Thus, a gay kiss can generate controversy that is sure to boost ratings.
• Gay characters tend to be embraced on television only if they conform to a narrow set of middle class standards. For example, hard working, upwardly mobile, and family oriented gay characters tend to be framed as acceptable, while others who do not fit these criteria are ridiculed and/or reviled.
• Gays have thus become a regular feature of network television, but this is a particular sort of conditional visibility and acceptability.
• One exception to this pattern is found in reality television programs, which display a more diverse array of gay images. 
Discussion Questions
MIGHTY REAL: GAYS AND LESBIANS IN NON-FICTION TV Key Points
• Early in television history "real" portrayals of gay people were restricted to infrequent talk shows and news reports which focused on debates over the morality of homosexuality.
• In the early 1990s gay men and women began appearing frequently on tabloid television talk shows like The Rikki Lake Show and The Jerry Springer Show. In these programs, homosexuality appeared normal in that dysfunctional gay relationships were treated just like all of the other dysfunctional relationships featured in these shows.
• Later, in the 1990s, programs like Survivor and The Real World made gay people a regular part of their casts. On The Real World, for example, the presence of one or two gay characters in every season was expected, and, in fact, came to be one of the elements that marked the show as "real."
• On these programs there was still some evidence of stereotyping but also somewhat more realistic portrayals of gay men and women. The first winner of Survivor, Richard Hatch, for example, was a gay man, but his gayness was incidental to his role in the show.
• Other reality television programs deliberately used gay men and women to create conflict and drama among the cast, as in an episode of Wife Swap that pitted a conservative Christian family against a lesbian couple. These programs did bring important societal conflicts to light but they did so in an exploitative, superficial, and sensationalist manner.
• One reality program that treated gay men with respect was Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, which gave credit to gay men for their long history of work in the style trades. While critics were skeptical about its blatant promotion of brand-name products and consumerist lifestyles, it did depict gay men as an important part of the culture, useful and needed by straight men. In fact, on Queer Eye, gay men outnumbered straight men (a rarity on television), they were depicted in a communal setting rather than isolated on the margins, and straight men were positioned as the problem that needed to be fixed rather than vice-versa.
• Joshua Gamson argues that later reality television programs seemed to represent the "gaying of the straight person," exposing straight people to gay life so that they might learn that gay and straight people are not entirely different from one another.
• However, there was also a contradiction on display in these programs. While they tended to represent gay men as traditionally masculine and lesbian women as traditionally feminine, they also needed to include visible signs of queerness in order to suggest that it is always possible to figure out whether someone is gay or straight.
• Gamson suggests that these tendencies are symptomatic of a problem for the culture at large-we must always be able to see the differences between gay and straight people because if we cannot then it becomes impossible to maintain straight privilege.
• While gay people have become a staple of reality television, they still appear in predominately heterosexual groups and environments on these programs. 2. Interview students in other classes about the reality shows they watch. Ask them their opinions of any gay cast members on these shows and then prepare a presentation for the class that summarizes the responses you get.
Discussion Questions
3. Watch an episode or two of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and count up all the identifiable brand-name products included. Read "Has Product Placement Made Our Television Viewing Worse" by Alicia Rebensdorf (available at http://www.alternet.org/rights/52069/ ) and write an essay that uses Queer Eye as an example to explore your own stance on product placement on television.
4. Research the economics of reality television, why it is so profitable to television networks, and who they target with these programs. Then write an essay on why this genre of programming may be one that is particularly prone to including gay cast members in their mix.
A PIECE OF THE PIE: SEGMENTING AUDIENCES Key Points
• The 1990s saw an explosion in the number of cable channels available to audiences. Subscription cable channels like HBO and Showtime have been particularly successful at attracting gay audiences with more frequent, more varied, and more complex portrayals of gay characters.
• Differences in how premium cable and traditional television is funded force premium channels to take more risks with their programming. They don't need to worry about negative responses from cautious advertisers but they do need to offer content that is perceived as different in order to entice people to subscribe.
• Sex and the City represented a cautious step toward integrating gay characters and a gay sensibility into television storylines. But the show was still primarily based in a heterosexual community.
• Queer as Folk, however, offered a gay community where heterosexuals were on the margins. It also included much more sexually explicit images of gay men, who have historically been desexualized on mainstream television.
• After experiencing success with Queer as Folk, Showtime then introduced a lesbiancentered program, The L-Word. The L-Word also featured explicit sex and some critics were wary of its capacity to put lesbian sexuality on display for a voyeuristic straight male audience.
• From an economic perspective, however, this was a clever tactic in terms of attracting a broad audience. And the producers of The L-Word seemed to comment on this very issue. They introduced a straight male character who strung cameras around the home of the lesbian couple he was living with so he could record and view their lovemaking. This plotline seemed to be a reflection on straight male viewership of the program.
• Despite the increased diversity of gay characters on premium cable, working-class gays still tend to be invisible, except for rare depictions in programs like HBO's Oz, which depicted a complex relationship between two male prisoners. By contrast, the characters on The L-Word all seemed to have lavish lifestyles that were well beyond the means of their professions.
• While not entirely focused on gay life, another HBO program, Six Feet Under, featured a complex interracial gay couple. While the depictions of Keith and David were somewhat stereotypical, the program also strived for a sensitive portrayal of the issues interracial couples must negotiate.
• In the 1980s and early 1990s, programs that dealt with HIV and AIDS were so prevalent that they seemed to be the only way that television producers could introduce gay concerns into their shows. However, more recently AIDS narratives have disappeared from television with the exception of a few rare occurrences on premium cable.
• AIDS narratives seem to have been replaced largely by gay parenting storylines, which tend to be more upbeat. However, this trend may also give rise to the false impression that AIDS is no longer a significant problem.
• Gay parenting narratives also tend to represent gay families as just the same as heterosexual families. A rare exception to this pattern occurred when a character on Queer as Folk argued that gay people should not aspire to lifestyles that mirror traditional heterosexual norms and values.
• The success of programs like Queer as Folk and The L-Word proved to television executives that they could target gay audiences with niche programming. This led to the creation of a cable channel devoted exclusively to gay programming. Viacom launched Logo in 2005.
• Logo was originally planned as a premium channel (available only through subscription but without ads) but it eventually appeared as part of the basic tier of channels. This means that its programming is available to a wider audience but it also leads to a more cautious approach to content as programmers must be concerned about potentially offending both viewers and advertisers.
• Katherine Sender notes that the birth of Logo was the outcome of two trends in the television industry. The first is the general tendency to segment audiences into demographic groups that can most effectively be targeted by advertisers. The second is the increasing awareness that gay audiences can be quite profitable for the industry.
• Suzanna Danuta-Walters argues that there is also a concern about the "new ghettoization" of gay visibility as most of the programs that really focus on gay characters and lifestyles are restricted to pay cable.
• While it is true that cable has offered audiences more diverse representations of gay characters, transgendered characters are still rare throughout the television environment. 7. Do you agree with the contention that gay characters are "ghettoized" on television? Do you think any other groups have experienced this tendency? Examples?
Discussion Questions
• The focus of most television depictions of transpeople is still on the struggles and tribulations they have to endure. The next logical step will be representations that accept transpeople for who they are.
• One rare program that does this is The Brini Maxwell Show. This talk show never acknowledges that the host is transgendered. It remains completely unstated.
• One of the reasons trans representations are so rare on television is because of the relative lack of economic and political power that transpeople have in the larger society, including in gay communities themselves.
HERE AND QUEER: GAY TELEVISION IN CONTEXT Key Points
• Since the mid-1990s there has been a sizeable increase in GLBT characters on television.
• Katherine Sender argues that this is not some sort of natural move toward diversity on the part of the television industry but is instead due to two larger social trends: The increased visibility of the gay civil rights movement, and a new awareness of the profits that can be earned by appealing to gay consumers.
• Since the 1990s, there have been a number of highly visible public confrontations over the inclusion of gays in mainstream U.S. society. These have included legal battles over inclusion in the boy scouts and the military, the overturning of anti-sodomy laws, and the conflicts over gay marriage.
• Simultaneously, marketers have begun to focus on GLBT consumers as a desirable target audience. Gay consumers have come to be seen as trendsetters, and advertisers are now more likely to appeal to gay audiences. Often this is done implicitly, through suggestive imagery and innuendo. But increasingly we are also seeing the explicit use of gay celebrities as spokespeople for products and companies.
• There is a parallel here to the use of African American spokespeople in the past. Initially there was fear that a black celebrity or model associated with a product would lead the audience to think of it as only a "black" product. This began to fade with increased visibility just as the reluctance to associate a product as a "gay product" is beginning to fade now.
• Despite this progress, there is still a tendency to stereotype gay spokespeople by confining them to ads for home decorating or personal grooming products.
• There is a cyclical pattern when it comes to the use of gay images in advertising and programming. As programs begin to introduce gay characters, advertisers feel emboldened to do the same, and as the appearance of gays in advertising increases, program producers in turn feel freer to include gay characters in their shows.
• Increased gay visibility on television can offer young people a sense of legitimacy and of not being alone. This represents a significant positive development in the history of television.
• Moreover, society in general can no longer pretend that gay people do not exist-the evidence of their presence is right there on the television screen. Young people in particular are beginning to take the presence of gay people in their communities for granted.
• As with any social progress that challenges the traditions and norms of a society, however, there is a potential for social, political, and cultural backlash. Anti-gay sentiments and movements are thus also increasingly visible.
• Major changes have occurred in terms of the representation of GLBT people on television since Ellen DeGeneres came out in the mid-1990s. Gay characters now seem to be not just tolerated, but often welcomed in a range of television genres. However, there is still pressure on these characters to quietly take their place in the existing social structure, and few representations offer a radical challenge to basically conventional sexualities, expressions of gender, or family structures. 
